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TOWARDS A FLEXIBLE THEATER AIR WARFARE DOCTRINE 

Introduction 

“B&y A4itchell was rrght.” These words hung m the foyer of the An Force An Command and Staff 

College during Desert Storm, reflectmg the belief that anpower had finally come of age III t.& s&s over Iraq. 

As the nation learned of one successful arr strike afier another, it became obvrous that somethmg itas 

Slgntficaptly different about America’s latest war Expectations rose that Coalition air forces could win a 

decisive victory wnhout the need for a costly ground assault. The fact that the air campargn did not obvrate 

the need !?x a ground offensive has not stopped post-war speculatron that a few more days or weeks of 

strategic air attacks mrght have led to Saddam’s capnulation. 

Speculatron 1s a challenging intellectual exercrse, but rt is more unportant to understand why strategrc 

bombmg advocates believe the way they do. This essay traces the theoretrcal underpinrungs of the Desert 

Storm strategic air campaigrq examines US key assumptions, and reviews bamers to developing a more 

tlexrble doctrine for future limrted confhcts Air Force strategic an warfare doctrme 1s rooted m the theories 

of the earlrest airpower advocates, mcludmg Giulio Douhet, Brigadier General William “Brlly” Mitchell, and 

the men of the An Corps Tactical School Although theory has continued to evolve m response to 

technologtcal advances, theu core behef that arrpower could win a decrsrve victory without the need to first 

destroy an enemy’s army was also a key assumption of the Desert Storm strategic air campaign plan. In fact, 

the mitial Air Force campaign proposal drd not target Saddam’s Repubhcan Guard divisrons, a crrtrcal center 

of gravity As we develop fomt an warfare doctrme for the 21st Century, we must ensure lt remains relevant 

Ior executing options agamst a wrde range of potential condrtrons and centers of gravity Thts will require An 

Force arrmen to challenge then deeply rooted behefs on how anpower can best support the Joint campaign, as 

well as strategrc air warfare’s linkage to the Arr Force as an mdependent Strvtce.’ 

’ Doctrine as used m this cssa? mcludcs offkxal doctnne (such as Air Force Manual 1- 1) and mformai doclnne fbehefs 
commody held by dIrm!n thdt wnsutute a guide for a&Ion) 



6” 

Roots of strategic air warfare theory 

G1u110 Douhet 

4 the aftermath of World War I, the widespread recognmon that armed con&t had f’undamentally 

changed stnnulated a search for the means to restore mobility on the battle1’ield and avoid the terrrble costs of 

trench warfare War was no longer simply a matter of defeating the enemy’s army; future strategies must also 

address how to break the ~111 and destroy the warmaking capacrty of an enemy nation. Giuho Dot&et, 

commander of Italy’s fast arr urnts during WW-I, was one of the first to publish hrs observations concernmg 

the potentral of the auplane 111 hrs semmal book t&d Command of the Ar ’ 

In essence, Douhet predicted future victortes would be the result of the intelligent use of aupower to 

exhaust the enemy’s materiel and moral resources, and not the product of a Jo minian battle between armies. 

Douhet believed an independent an force could wm a decaive victory by attacking a nation’s most vulnerable 

centers, mcludmg its cl&s, populace, transportation nets, and commerce Ah-power offered the advantage of 

attacking these centers without the need to defeat the enemy’s army fust Because bombing accuracy was 

P@- I poor, Dotthet advocated usmg high explostve, chemical, and biological area weapons to mfIict the greatest 

possible shock and brmg about moral collapse as qutckly as possible. Wars would be shorter, and thus more 

humane, smce strategic bombardment could avoid a costly stalemate on the battlefield Command of the atr, 

by which Douhet meant defeatmg an enemy au force on the ground before they could assume the ol’fensive, 

was a necessary and suflicrent condttton for victory Once achieved, an enemy would have the option of 

capitulatmg or suffering massive damage from unrestrrcted bombing 

Douhet developed hrs theories spec4ically for Italy and not for nations with different strategic 

conslderattons, such as the avadabdlty of resources for national defense. However, the concept that aupower 

cdn wm a decrslve vlclory wrthout the need to defedt the enemy’s army appeals to nations wnh preddectlons 

dgamst protracted conlltcts and masstve casualties. mcludmg the United States 

’ Douhet. GIU~IO. Command of the Ax. trans Dmo Femn (Sew York Cowsrd McMann Inc _ 1942 rcpr 
Wdshmgtop D C Offkc! of Au Force fiston 19St’ 



America’s Douhet: Bngadier General William “Bill9 M&hell 

There is ample evidence that Douhet influenced the &inking of American anmen, mcluding Billy 

Mitchell As Commander of the First Army Au Service durmg World War I, Mitchell was convmced 

atrpower had the potentral to dominate the battlefield If used in a concentrated fashion. Shortly after the war, 

Mitchell wrote an au force’s princple mission was to destroy the enemy’s au force and attack &tary forces 

on the gmmd, refIe.cting his experiences on the Western Front3 As arrmen fought to establish an independent 

air service during the m&war period, many, including Mitchell, came to favor Dot&et’s theory that airpow= 

could independent@ achieve a decisive victory by attackmg a nation’s vital centers. Ely 1925, MitchelI was 

wnting “no longer will the tedious and expensive processes of wearing down the enemy’s land forces by 

cQntllulo~ attacks be resorted to. The air forces wrll strtke immediately at the enemy’s manufacturmg and 

food centers, railways, brrdges, canals, and harbors.‘4 By 1930, Mitchell unequrvocally declared “an power, 

which cab go strarght to the vital centers and erther neutralize or destroy them, has put a completely new 

complexion on the old system of making war. It is now realized that the hostile mam army in the field is a 

false ObJective, and the real ObJectrves are the vital centers.‘” While some historrans prefer to focus on hrs 

edrher wrltmgs on battlefield attack, ?/iitchell clearly moved towards advocatmg an-power’s potential to 

directly &feat a nation’s will and wartightmg capacity without de-stroymg their army in the field He also 

agreed w&h Douhet that an mdependent air force was a necessary step towards butldii the means and the 

doctrme needed for the next aa war 

Air Corns Tactical School (ACTS1 

Estabhshed in 1920 at Langley Field, Virgima, ACTS built on the theories of Douhet and Mitchell to 

produce what became the foundation of the Atr Corps’ strategic bombing doctrme during WW-II. Accordmg 

to MaJor 13 eneral Haywood S. Hansel1 Jr-, ACTS developed five fundamental dph0ruXn.s 

3 Robert Fiank Futrell. Ideas, Concepts Doctrine- Bane Thmkmg m the Uruted States AH Force 1907-1960. vol I 
(Mane11 AFE3. Alabama An Unwersln Press. 19S9) 33 
’ Wdham ItchelI. Wmeed Defense (New York G P Putnam‘s Sons. 1925) n-1~~ 
* Wlllam ltchell Shxa~s A Book on Modem Aeronauucs (Phlladelptia L~ppmcott. 1930) 254-256 
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1 “Modern great powers rely on mdJor mdusulal and economic systems the dismphon and paralysu or these 
systems undermmes both the enemy’s capabrbty md unll to fight.” 

7 -- “Such mayor systems cm cnttcal pomts whose destruction wrlf break down these systems, and bombs can 
be dehvered with adequate accuracy to do thrs.” 

3 ‘Massed au forces can penetrate a~ clef- w&mt unacceptable losses to destroy selected targets ” 
4 “*Proper seleeuon of vail targets m the mdustuaUeconomrc/socraI structure of a modem &us&u&& natron, 

and theu subsequent destruchon by arr attack, can Iead to * vlctorythrough air power.” 
5 “If enemy reastence sul.l persrsts after successful pa.raIysrs of selected target systems, it may be necessary as a 

@st resort to apply force upon the sources of enemy nattonai ti by auaclaug crhes.‘~ 

These aphorisms clearly show the unpact of technology on docame as welI as the aversion to protracted 

battlefield stalemates embodied in mdrrect approach theories Bombmg accuracy had improved to the point 

that au&n were considering how to target the critical nodes of an mdustrial web. Daylight preciston bombmg 

replaced area bombmg of population centers, except as a last resow Despite these changes, Dot&et’s basic 

tenets remamed intact Air Corps planners believed airpower, given sufficient resources and opportunity, 

could attack the vital centers of Germany and Japan to win a decisive vrctory without defeatmg thetr armtes on 

the grotn@ Whether or not the World War II strategrc bombing campaigns were decisive remains a 

controve slal SubJect. What 1s certam, however, is that Air Corps airmen believed stratwc bombmg had 
61 

proven its value, and was the major reason they gained then mdependence two years after the war. 

Strategic air warfare theory today 

Planm~ the Desert Storm strateeic air camuaran 

The years between World War II and Desert Storm were marked by a preoccupation with nuclear 

deterrence and a potential Soviet mvaston of Western Europe. Except for a brief per& during the Vietnam 

conflict, conventzunai strategic au warfare was a relatively neglected area of study When Iraq mvaded 

Kuwait m August 1990, Au Force planners &d not have a ready guide for plannmg a conventional strategic 

au campaign Doctrine contained little more than a defmitlon of strategrc attack and a brief review of 

dn-power’s potential unpact on a nation’s will and capacity to wage war ’ Forty-six years a&r the victory 

6 Haywod S Hansell. Jr _ The Stratentc Au war Aeamst German\ and Jaman A -Memoir (Washmgton D C Oke 
of A.u Force Huton. 19%). 9-10 General Hansel1 was an ACTS mstructor and an arclutect of the strategic bombmg 
campai-gns apamst Japan and Gcrxuany duung World War 11. 
- hr Force basic doctrine defines stratcgzc air warfare as “air combat and supportmg operanons deagned to effect. 
through the systemauc apphcauon of forces to a selected senes of targets, the progresswe destrucuon and 
chsmtcgrauon ot the enemy’s war-malanp capacity to a pomt whcrc the enemy no longer retains the ab&ty or the will 



over Germany and Japan, American an-men returned to the tenets of the AE Corps to &feat Saddam Hussein 

In August 1990, Air Force Colonel John A Warden III assembled a team in the basement of the 

Pentagon to develop what became the nucleus of the Desert Storm air campaign. Thm efforts were founded 

on classx World War II bombmg doctrme, mciuding avower’s poter&al to defeat Iraq by attacking key 

centers of gravity Of course, the Ax Force of 1990 was radically different from the & Corps of the 1940s 

Precalob weapons, stealth technology, and a smaller target base gave axmen the potential to wage what 

Warden called “parallel warfare,” the ability to stie all of an enemy’s centers of gravity simultaneously 

Warden and hrs plannmg cell believed parallel warfare could paralyze Iraq’s leaders@, preventmg Saddam 

from eff&ctwely controlhng and supporting his forces m Kuwait. Airpower, correctly employed by a Joint 

Force Air Component Commander (JFACC), had the potenual to destroy Iraq’s wdl and capabiity to wage 

war w%hout the need to defeat the Iraq1 Army or mvade Kuwait. Colonel Warden’s team organized Iraq’s 

centers of gravity mto tive concentrx rmgs and described the plan as “msideout warfare”.’ 

Fleided ~Mhtax~ 

Infiaslructure 

Force 

In his 1988 book t&led The Atr Campaign, Colonei Warden defined centers of gravity accorchng to 

Claustitz’s classic dxtum *-the hub of all power and movement on which everythrng depends *-9 Warden 

to wage war. Vital targets may mclude key mam&cturmg systems. sources of raw matcrtal. cntxal mater& 
stockpdes, power systems. transportation systems. conuuumcauon fadmes. ~oncentratxm of uncommxted elements of 
enemy armed forces, key a~cultural areas, and other such target systems-” Ax Force Manual 1-l. voL II 
I Washmgton, D C.. Headquarters, Umted States Au Force, March 1992), 3 2. Word-for-word, tlus 1s the same 
deiimnon bed tu the early 1950s. 
’ Lt Colonel DaMd A. Deptula. from a 1991 bneling t&xi ‘The Au Campatgn- The Plannmg Process,” shdc 3 
’ John -4. Warden III The AIM Carnmtr?n (Fort Lcsle! J McNatr Washmgton. D C NDU Press. 1958) 11 Carl L on 
Clausex\xz. On War translated and edtted b? Micheal Ho\rxd and Peter Paret (Prmceton N J Prmceton Uru\ ersm 
Press, 1370) 595 
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added they are also “the pomt whae the enemy IS most rdnerabk and the pomt where attacks wtll have the 

best chapce ofbezng deczswe femphasts addedj “” The oblectrves of mside-out warfare were to %olate 

Hussem, ehminate Iraqi otksive and defensive capability, mcapacrtate natronal leadershtp, reduce threat to 

fitendly patlons” and “mmumze damage to enhance rebtulding “” Warden’s center of gravtty defimtion, 

combmed with the plan’s oblectrves, reveal the team had established a hterarchy between the rmgs, wtth 

“leaderslpp” the most unportant. They believed direct and indirect atr attacks to tsolate Iraq’s leadershrp were 

possible, and had the best chance of bemg decrsrve.” 

Accordmg to the team’s plan, typical “leadership” targets included command and control fact&s, and 

civil and military tekcommunications. “Key productron” targets included facilities for generating electrrc 

power, or1 &tributton and storage, nuclearibiologicalkhemical weapons, and facihttes for nnlitary research, 

production, and storage. No direct attacks on the Iraqi “populatron” were planned 111 order to mmmuze 

casualties and collateral damage Instead, psychologrcal operations and attacks on other core targets would 

influence national wtll. Attacks on “fielded mrhtary forces” would concentrate on destroying Iraq’s offensive 

and defensive atr capabthttes Colonel Warden brrefed hrs mttlal plan to General Cohn Powell on 11 August 

1990 Whtle the Chairman expressed approval for strategtc au attacks, he noted a Lnctal mrssmg element 

the pIan faded to target the Iraq Am, mcludmg Saddam’s elite Republican Guard dtvts~ons ” 

The assumptions underlymg Warden’s plan closely resemble the live aphortsms developed at ACTS, 

wtth the exception that dtrect attacks on the lraqt people were unacceptable, espectally m a 1uIllted war waged 

w&h limited means The plan also reveals the persistence of the theory that ground forces should assume a 

lower priorny m the atr targetmg hrerarchy. Results of the Desert Storm atr campaign mdtcate a brodder, 

more tlextble doctrme may provide a better guide tar future an campatgn planners 

‘OWardeu. 11 
I’ Deptula. &de-i 
I2 Tlus assumptton closely resembles Douhet’s theory that a natton’s mner enters of gravtty were the most vulnerable 

% 
p” 

to ~LT attack Wlule kw would &spute leaderslup as a center of gavtty its relative vulneramty IS quesuouable 
I3 Rtcbard T Reynolds. Heart of the Storm The Geneses of the 1L\1r Camtxum aeamst Iraq @Ia-\elI AFB. AJabama 
Atr L ruxerslh Press. Jnnuac 199% 77 General Powell Qrected Warden to broaden the atr campatgn plan to mclude 
&tack on +e Rcpubltcan Guard 
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Towards a more flexible slrategic air warfare doctrine 

Fielded miiitarv forces 

Throughout the short history of airpower, airmen have debated the relative value of attackmg ground 

forces versus other, potentially more vulnerable and productrve centers of gravity. When General Powell 

asked about attackrng the Iraqi Army during the 11 August brtefs Colonel Warden replied: 

.‘fhe of the thmgs we realIy need to be careful abont 1s that Ifthere’s some actten on the gronn4 you can’t 
re-role the straregnz an campaign. You’ve got to press wrth the strategic au campiugn. We made that 
~einWorldWarII,andwedon’twanttocEothatagarn . ..thestxategicaircampinguwiiiisoiate 
Hussem, vnt&Iyassnnn g that most forces conId waIk home.“‘4 

In other words, diverting resources from the strategrc air campaign to widen attacks against the Iraqi Army 

could delay a final vrctory. The results of the arr campaign do not support this assumptrou. 

Accordii to the Gulf War Air Power Survey (GWAPS), Coalition air attacks failed to prevent Saddam 

from effectively controlling or supplying his faces m Kuwart.‘5 -‘Strategrc paralysis” was not achieved. 

Howevd, this does uot absolutely invalidate Warden’s theory; strategic paralysis may be possible under 

Mereut crrcumstances m a future conflict. The larger pomt is that while technology had grven aupower the 

abdrty to locate and strike strategrc targets with an uuprecedented degree of precrsiou, It also mcreased its 

potentrai to destroy an enemy army m the field In fact, many post-war analysts conclude that m addtuon to 

gaumg qir superiorrty, attritmg SadJam’s army was anpower’s most signdicaut coutribution to the Iomt 

campaign. Air attacks forced the near-total collapse of many Iraqt umts and were a key reason for the 

extremely Iow Coahtion casualty rate durmg the ground war I6 Saddam’s strategy to hold Kuwait, or at least 

withdraw wuh condmous, was based on hrs abrhty to mfhct massive casualties should the Coalitron mount a 

ground o i-f eusrve. Attritmg hrs army, especraiiy the Repubhcan Guard divarous, directly threatened hrs 

strategy. This h&age 1s redorced by Saddam’s mcreasmgly desperate attempts to negotiate a withdrawal 

a Revno&. 72 
’ Gulf War Au Power Snrva \oi II directed by Ehot A Cohen (Washmgton. D C U S tiemment pnntmg 

f-- offke 1993) 288 GWAPS reported -some disruption and ckslocauon’ had been imposed on the Iraqr leadership a 
r far cry f?ob pre-war expecZauons 

’ GWAPS. 3 70-3 76 Au attacks led to widespread troop ckmorahzauon and masse\ e deseruons. especially among the 
most hea@> attnted front-hne div~~ons 



from Kuwait as he observed the devastation wrought by air attacks on hrs f0rces.r’ Air attacks on Saddam’s 

ground forces Qd not delay victory, but were a key to one of the most lopsided victorres 111 htstory. 

-Yationd will 

In World War II, natronal will proved more resdient to au attacks than anttcrpated by Arr Corps 

strategic bombmg advocates. Thrs resilience, combmed with less-than-expected bombing accuracy and poor 

intelligence, were the maJor reasons bombmg targets eventually grew to mclude German and Japanese cities 

Settmg aside the question of morality, this would seem a logical step in a total war intended to achieve an 

unconduional surrender In a limtted war, attacking the population &ectly is probably impossible for political 

and moral reasons. The means remaining for an-men to indrrectly affect national wrll may be in&&lent to 

force a change m government policy. Desert Storm supports this thesis; Saddam Hussein was not overthrown 

nor is then evidence that suggests arr attacks seriously weakened support for hrs policies. 

While Desert Storm does not mvalidate the theory that arrpower can signdicantly affect popular will m 

a hnuted war, It does reinforce the idea that attacks on other target sets may prove a better means of 

mtluencmg the enemy’s decision calculus In addmon to bemg the backstop for Saddam’s strategy of attrition, 

the Republican Guard was also the ultimate guarantor of hrs control over Iraq. With their help, he was able to 

quell Kurdish and Shiite rebelhons mediately after the war Without theu help, It is doubtful he would have 

survived. Therefore, au attacks on his fielded forces threatened his contmued leadershtp, as well as his 

strategy. The Iraq1 Army, especially the Republican Guard, constituted a crrtrcal sfrutegrc center ofsrarvfv 

that should have been included m the strategrc air campargn plan.‘8 

Barriers to change 

Analysts of the assumptions underlymg the Dwert Storm strategic au campargn indicate a broader, 

more flexible au doctrine may provide better guidance for future plannmg ef’forts. Burldmg such a doctrme 

I7 On the eve of the ground offcnme. Saddam had dropped ail cmuhhons for lcavmg Kuumt cxcqt one - that hc lx 
gweu snfIicieut tune to w&draw hts forces mthout threat of attack. 
‘li In-theater an planners mcluded attacks agama the Repubhcan Guml m the final ax campaign plan. hut they were 
never desqnated a Jmz?egzc target that commuted part of Saddam’s ‘$ohtxaf center of gra~ty ” nor were they 
targctcd m the mmal plan bnefed to General ~ormn H Schwarzkopf GWAPS 266-269 

8 



will requtre Air Force airmen to overcome sign&ant barriers to change, mciudmg the resrstance stemming 

from the need to mamtam centralized control of theater arr forces, and residual mstuutional msecuritres. 

hed td mamtain centralized control of theater aw forces 

Some Air Force an-men beheve mcluding attacks on an enemy army in a strategic air campaign may 

open the door to a greater role for ground commanders m the plannmg and execution of arr operations. Tlus 

stmmlates concerns that JFACC’s could lose the abrhty to expbit airpower’s characteristrcs fully or mass 

sufficierit force at the decrsive pomts. At an extreme, thrs could result in a srtuatlon where arr units are 

parceled out to Corps commanders to empioy according to their own operational concepts. While centralized 

control of theater au forces brmgs coherency to the pla.nnmg process and preserves unity of command, rt IS an 

insuf&ient rationale for rejectmg a broader, more flexible air warfare doctrine. 

Institutional insecuritv 

Idstitutronai msecurity also motivates some airmen to resist a more mclusrve doctrme Douhet won his 

battle for an independent Italian Arr Force shortly after World War I; Brmsh arrmen won therr fight durmg the 

war itself The U.S. Air Force was estabhshed thirty years later, and memories of the brtter struggle for 

mdependence from the Army have not completely faded. Durmg the mterwar period, AK Corps arrmen saw 

strategrc &tack as an mdependent mrssron upon which they could stake their claim to a separate service. In 

fact, current Arr Force doctrme still mcludes an alternate defmtron of strategic an attack as “an independent 

air campaign, mtended to be decisive, and directed agamst the essential war-making capacity of the enemy.“ig 

The strategic bombmg campaigns in the Pacific and Europe durmg World War II provided the final unpetus 

for independence Therefore, the tssue of an mdependent American air service 1s inextricably h&ed to 

strategic au warfare Questronmg the traditronal tenets of suategrc arr warfare ts, to some extent, percerved as 

challengmg the cxrstcnce of the Arr Force.‘O 

I9 Ax Force Manual 1-l. 302 
‘” This fear IS exacerbated b\ the occasional pubhcatlon that dOeS JUSt that. such as Jeflk Record‘s 1990 amde titled 
Into the Wdd Blue Yonder- Should We Ab&sh the Atr Force ‘-- Pohc~ Ralew (Spring. 1990) Record s basic thesis 

is that since strategrc bornburg has nexer 1~4 up to its promise. there ma> no longer be a need for an mdependent Pur 
Force HIS arucle &mulated a klurry ofpomt papers and edxtormis irom a variety of h Force SOUTCCS 



COllClUSiOll 

In Command of the AN, DO&~ correctly predrcted the next umfhct would be a total war He beheved 

airpower could destroy a natron’s wtll and capacny to prosecute war by directly attacking its soft rnnef core 

without the need to defeat its army m the filed. American airmen burlt on Dot&et’s theories to develop the 

doctrinal underpmnmgs of the World War II strategic bombmg campaigns against Germany and Japan. Forty- 

SIX years later, American airmen returned to the promise of strategic air warfare as they planned the Desert 

Storm an campaign Desert Storm was a limited war fought with limited means, and ax attacks did not 

produce the StrateglC paralysis aumen sought. Instead, airpower made a decrsive contribution to the Joint 

campaign by estabhshing near-undisputed control of the air, producing opertional paralysis, and severely 

weakeniqg the Iraq1 Army 

If there 1s a lesson to be gamed from the Desert Storm air campatgn, it is that airmen should carefully 

examme the h&ages between all target sets and the mtended effect on an enemy Doctrme that predestmes a 

kp particular center of gravity to a lower priortty may artificially hmit the potentrat of a modern atr force and will 

be a poor guide for plannmg future operations. A more flextble theater air warfare doctrine should burld on 

the lessons of America’s first post-Cold War conflict Today, arrpower IS capable of a ‘*Douhetian” strategy, 

but hrs smgular focus on attacking a natron’s materiel and moral strength at the strategtc level may not be 

appropriate for limited wars A broader air warfare strategy should determme the value of attacks on all 

potential centers of gravtty Instead of concentratmg resources agamst traditional “strategrc” targets to the 

de-exit of attackmg an army m the field, planners should evaluate the potential of all target sets on the 

enemy’s strategy and dectsron calculus. in fact, the term “strategtc au warfare” itself may be outdated Just 

as the Au Force no longer ktingtushes between “strategic” and “tactical” arrcraft, it may be better to have a 

sirtgfe, unified doctrine for theater air wu@.zre to signify the shift towards a more coherent doctrme 

However, change and urnovation will require arrmen to chailenge their long-held behefs This can be a painful 

experience, especially when beliefs approdch dogma, dnd chdnge is perceived as d threat to an orgdnLQtion 

r 


